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A PARADOX OF THE CHANGE TO USER STORIES: THE
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY OF COMPETING
COMMITMENTS

McAvoy, John, Business Information Systems, University College Cork, Ireland,
j.mcavoy@ucc.ie
Butler, Tom, Business Information Systems, University College Cork, Ireland,
tbutler@afis.ucc.ie

Abstract
Software development projects are about change, yet change is problematic in any situation.
Individuals resist change and software developers are no different than other organizational actors in
this regard. This paper describes a case study which examines the changes to the IS development
environment wrought by the introduction of a new software development methodology. One aspect of
the new methodology involves the use of user stories in place of traditional requirements
documentation. The findings of this longitudinal study illustrated that developers’ commitment to the
use of user stories diminished greatly, ranging from initial commitment to skepticism, to virtual
abandonment. In order to explain the underlying reasons for the reduction in commitment, the authors
used the theory of competing commitments. Competing commitments are typically subconscious forces
that work against behaviors and actions that social actors were previously committed to. While
competing commitment theory has been applied in other fields, it has not been applied previously in
the field of IS to understand IS-based phenomena. Further to the use of the competing commitment
process, this paper’s analysis of the software development project suggested the presence of
hierarchical group think influencing the diminishing commitments.
Keywords: Resistance to change, Competing commitments, Project management, Software
development.

1

INTRODUCTION

Change within software development projects is an area of importance to the success of the project, as
projects, by their very nature, are about change. Although Cushway and Lodge (1999) emphasise the
importance of managing change, their description of change management, is a restrictive one. For
them, the concern is in developing strategies and structures. No mention is made of the teams and
individuals who will effect, and be affected by, the change. The sole mention of the employees is a list
of expectations, or required, behaviours such as: roles must be carried out in a dependable fashion; and
there must be innovation in achieving organizational objectives.
This study describes a case study, undertaken by the authors, which examined the change
involved in introducing a software development methodology. The case study is based in a software
development project to develop a knowledge management system for the Irish Government. A
longitudinal study of the development project was undertaken, initially using participant observation
as its primary method. It concentrates solely on the software project team, as opposed to involving the
various high-level project sponsors. One aspect of agile software development used in the project is
the use of user stories. Rather than relying on complex design documents, agile espouses the writing of
customer requirements in simple language. The stories should describe what is required of a part of the
final software project. The longitudinal research into the software development project highlighted a
problem with the change to this new process.
This paper reports on this longitudinal study of change. The change investigated was the
change to the agile process of user stories. Although the developers were initially committed to the use
of stories, this commitment diluted over time. The investigation into this dilution of commitment
became a two-phase process. In phase 1, to determine the reasons behind this reduction in
commitment to the change, Kegan and Lahey’s (2001a,b) competing commitments process was
followed. This process aims to determine the reasons, often subconscious, why a change that was
originally committed to is not successful. These reasons are known as competing commitments as they
work against the original commitment to change. Analysis of these competing commitments process
was still insufficient in explaining the lack of success of the methodology change. Therefore, in phase
2, the output of the competing commitment process was then aligned with observations from the
longitudinal case study and existing research literature on groupthink to determine a cause. This cause,
the explanation for the failure to adopt user stories, is then elaborated on.

2

RESISTANCE TO CHANGE IN AGILE DEVELOPMENT

Cushway and Lodge (1999, p. 180) emphasise the fact that “probably one of the key skills required of
managers in today’s organizations is the ability to manage change.” Lafleur (1996) stresses the fact
that change is a constant in a project. Interestingly, many others regard projects as a usual method of
implementing change (Boody & Macbeth 2000, Alsene 1999, McElroy 1996, Pellegrinelli 1997,
Clarke 1999, Turner & Muller 2003).
2.1

The relevance of change to Agile software development projects

Metzger (1981) describes how change is part of every software project. Software development
projects, which follow the agile methods (of which user stories is one aspect), regard change as one of
their core aspects. Beck (1999) describes agile techniques as embracing change. Agile manufacturing,
which shares many principles with agile software development, “is the ability to thrive and prosper in
an environment of constant and unpredictable change” (Maskell 2001, p. 5). The agile manifesto, the
core values of agile software development, is listed below:

•
•
•
•

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools
Working software over comprehensive documentation
Customer collaboration over contract negotiation
Responding to change over following a plan
(Lindvall et al 2002, Fowler and Highsmith 2001)

The fourth point shows the importance of change in agile projects. Change is not only accepted but
also encouraged. The first point shows the importance of the developers and their interactions (the
team’s social interactions) to an agile project. Each of these has relevance to this study and impacts the
findings.
2.2

Resistance to change in a software development project

Humphrey (1989) describes how process change in software development will only be successful with
continual commitment from, not just senior management, but everyone associated with the
development of software. While further, Thomsett (1998) agrees that change is only effective when all
impacted by the change are involved.
Nader (1993) describes the problems that arise when people resist change. People require a
sense of security and this is achieved through stability. Changes imposed on an individual remove this
stability. Whitehead (2001) describes how change can evoke stress and an emotional reaction against
the change. Change, though, cannot be avoided in software development projects. “Everything in
software changes. The requirements change. The design changes. The team changes. The business
changes. The team members change. The problem isn’t change, per se, because change is going to
happen; the problem, rather, is the inability to cope with change when it comes” (Beck 2000, p. 28).
Zmud (1983) adds to the list of areas that change in software development projects by discussing
changes to processes (such as user stories in this research). Zmud argues that trying to implement
process change by changing people will lead to resistance. Rainwater (2002) describes the danger for
software projects of not assessing the impact of change.
Resistance to change can indicate a lack of commitment to the change, but there can be other
explanations (Bowe et al 2003a). Software developers are a good demonstration of this resistance.
Programmers’ resistance to change is shown in a description of programmers from the 1960’s “like
converts to a new religion, they often display a destructive closed-mindness bordering on zealotry”
(Zachary 1994, p. 13). Yourdon (1993) describes change as one of the major dislikes of programmers.
Changing anything, ranging from procedures to hardware platforms to methodologies, will result in
complaints. Resistance to change is not helped with various attitudes to change, demonstrated in others
work, such as change being the enemy of the project (Birmingham 2002), and change being something
that must be coped with and its disruptive impact minimised (Field & Keller 1998).
Returning to the second point of Bowe et al (2003a) – there can be other explanations for
resistance than a lack of commitment. Lawrence (1969) believes that this resistance to change can
highlight the fact that something is being overlooked. Rather than resistance to change having negative
connotations, it should be regarded as an indicator that the change itself needs further examination.
Kegan and Lahey (2001a) propose that some resistance is easy to explain (for example the stress of
learning a new skill) but other resistance is not as easily explained. A paradox exists where people
show a commitment to, and support, the change, yet still resist the change. Robbins and Finley (1998)
state that resistance can be a subconscious act. We can all agree on an idea, but then do nothing to
implement it. It was necessary to use a method which would identify and explain the causes for this
paradox.

3

THE THEORY OF COMPETING COMMITMENTS

To understand the need for a new approach to determine why a change was resisted and failed, it is
necessary to understand the context in which the resistance occurred.

3.1

The case study: an Agile software development project

A longitudinal study was performed on a software development team who were changing over to an
Agile software development process. The project was the design and development of a knowledge
management system for the Irish Government. A team of seven developers and one project manager
were involved in the project.
One of the new processes was the use of user stories, which involved the creation of user
stories in place of traditional requirements documentation. During the longitudinal study, the authors
noted that the initial commitment to the use of user stories decreased. At the start of the development
project there appeared to be full commitment to the use of user stories but, as time passed, the
commitment effectively disappeared. The investigation of this decrease in commitment involved the
use of the Competing Commitment Theory which, to the best of the authors knowledge, has not been
applied before in the IS field. This theory was used as existing theory provided an inadequate
explanation for the failure of the change to user stories.
3.2

The inability of existing theories on change to explain the observations

The paradox of initial commitment to the use of user stories and their ultimate rejection is not
adequately explained by existing theories on change. Burnes (2000) lists the three schools of thought
in the field of change management. The Individual perspective states that change is achieved through
stimuli which influence human behaviour. There are two camps within this school: Behaviourists and
Gestatlt Field. The Behaviourists believe that change is achieved through reward. The Gestalt-Field
psychologists believe that individuals accept change through the use of reasoning. If an individual is
helped to understand the need for change, then behaviour will change.
Neither explains the resistance to change seen in this development project. Rewards were
present– the financial reward of successfully completing the project on time. The agile software
development methodologies are aimed at successful and timely completion of a project, and user
stories are part of these methodologies. Similarly the use of reasoning does not appear to explain the
paradox, as user stories were explained, and their benefits described, after which the team accepted
their usefulness.
The Open Systems School examines change through organizations and their subsets. Any
change in one subset will impact the others. It is necessary, therefore, to take a holistic view of the
organization when implementing change. Boody and Macbeth (2000) add subtly to this by stating that
change in one area, needs to be accompanied by (as opposed to ‘will cause’) appropriate changes
elsewhere. Hunt and Thomas (2000) refer to this as non-orthogonal systems. Birmingham (2002)
describes these small changes affecting other areas as having a ripple effect or cascading effect. A
small change in one area can affect the software in a seemingly independent area. Again, this does not
adequately explain the paradox seen. User stories involve changes in other areas, such as how testing
of the product is performed, but these changes were initially implemented in the project.
The Group Dynamics School, of importance when discussing small teams, emphasise bringing
about change through groups. As individuals work in groups, changes occur through changing the
group’s norms and practices. One of the reasons people attach themselves to groups is to shield
themselves from change – “an insurance mechanism coping with uncertainties” (Alkire and Denevlin

2002, p.21). Initial considerations of this do not explain the paradox. The team was committed to the
use of user stories, yet it was the team that failed to implement them. If the team was initially willing
to adopt the use of user stories then it implies that group norms and practices would not present an
obstacle. The term “initial considerations” is used now, in hindsight, as the use of the competing
commitments theory did show the relevance of the group dynamics school of thought.
Kegan and Lahey, as organisational psychologists (or adult development psychologists)
propose that resistance to change, in these paradoxical situations, does not imply opposition – it
implies the existence of a competing commitment. Competing commitments are hidden in a person’s
mind, and are observed as energy being unwittingly applied against the commitment already made. In
this research, a resistance to their usage was undermining the commitment to user stories. This
resisting force was seen as sighs when user stories were mentioned, an unwillingness to take
ownership of the stories, and the fact that they were not applied properly. This resisting force is caused
by commitments that act against the initial commitment to the user stories. It was necessary to
determine what these competing commitments were.
Andersen and Jessen (2003) refer to projects as a venue for change, while Duck (1993) states
that people achieve changes to processes. Competing commitment theory, in this research, explains the
change paradox by examining the people involved in the project.
3.3

Competing Commitments Theory

Firstly, Kegan and Lahey (2001a, 2001b) prefer the term immunity to change in place of resistance to
change. Resistance implies knowingly working against something – competing commitments are not
obvious, even to the individual who has them. Banerjee (2003, p.74) describes competing
commitments as “self-defeating behaviour.” These behaviours, even if subconscious, act against
change. Competing Commitments, also known as the Big Assumptions, Theory proposes a process
through which the competing commitments, that effect change, can be identified. This process was
originally proposed in Kegan and Lahey (2001a), and further discussed and demonstrated in Kegan
and Lahey (2001b), Sparks (2002), Nash (2002), Bowe et al (2003a, 2003b), and Banerjee (2003).
Competing commitments have some similarity with the view of Milgram (1971) who argues that
public declarations of adherence to group decisions do not imply that the individual will translate this
adherence into action. Kegan and Lahey’s competing commitments describe the reasons why this
initial acceptance is not acted upon. It should be pointed out, though, that Millgrams experiments
showed that adherence can be translated into action.
Kegan and Lahey, the originators of the theory, do not restrict the domain of its application. While
Nash (2002) and Bowe et al (2003a, 2003b) apply the process in the filed of medicine and medical
educational, and Banerjee applies it at the organisational level, this paper applies it the context of a
software development project. To the best of our knowledge, this process has not been applied in the
IS field before. The focus of this paper is specifically an examination of why the change to a new
software development process, although initially supported by the development teams, never
materialised in the project.
The suitability of this approach is identified in Bowe et al (2003b, p723) which describes the
technique being used to examine why problems arose “during implementation when unanticipated or
unaddressed organizational resistance surfaces.” Nash (2003, p.592) describes the use of the
competing commitments process to go beyond “buy-in”. The same problems arose during the software
development project being studied in this paper. User stories were initially supported – there was buyin - yet never fully implemented. Kegan, in a interview in Sparks (2002) describes, what Nash refers to
as “buy-in”, as espousing commitment. Bowe et al (2003a) described the problem as “like many new
years resolutions, sincere intent to change may be short lived and followed by a return to old
behaviours.” Again, the analogy of New Year’s resolutions applies in this project. At the beginning of
the project, the team felt that some of the problems with a previous project highlighted the need for
more process, or new processes within the project. Although the previous project was successful, the

developers were able to acknowledge failings that they would like to overcome in the new projects.
This in itself is noteworthy as most teams, and individuals, find it hard to acknowledge their own
faults as described by cognitive dissonance theory (Weinberg 1971; Festinger and Carlsmith 1959;
Schelling 1989; Harmon-Jones 1998) and self-justification theory (Keil et al 2000). The success of the
previous project may explain part of the problem, though not all. Arrow et al (2000) highlight the
seemingly contradictory theory that successful teams are more problematic when it comes to change.
A team that has failed in the past is more likely to adapt new responses to change.

4

THE PROCESS OF UNCOVERING COMPETING
COMMITMENTS

Kegan and Lahey developed a technique, which is used to determine competing commitments.
Various authors describe this technique (Kegan and Lahey 2001a; Kegan and Lahey 2001b; Sparks
2002; Nash 2002; Bowe et al 2003a, 2003b). The technique comprises six steps, in the form of
questions, although different authors merge some steps. The examples used below are those given as
examples in Kegan and Lahey (2001b).
Step
1
2

3
4

5
6

Question
What problem are you experiencing in work –
a gripe or complaint?
The complaint identifies something about you.
What commitment does it imply?

Example Response
My team do not tell me what’s happening in
a project
I am committed to maximising the flow of
information within the project.

What am I doing or not doing that goes against
this commitment?
What do you think would happen if you were
not doing what you described in question three
– if you did the opposite of the undermining
behaviour? What would worry you about this?
What does this worry imply that you are
committed to?
Inverting the answer from step five, and
making it into the beginning of an assumption,
complete the sentence. i.e. I assume that if I
….

Sometimes I don’t go out of my way to find
out what is happening.
I might find out things from my team that I
can do nothing about, something I can’t fix.

Figure 1.

I am committed to not learning about things
I can’t control.
I assume that if I learned about thing I
couldn’t control, people would realise that I
am not able to do my job.

Determining competing commitments.

In the examples above, the process has moved us from a complaint about a team not keeping the
individual in the loop; to the big assumption that people will think the person incompetent if they
cannot do everything. The individual states a commitment to full communication, yet the competing
commitment - not learning about things they can’t control – effectively works against their
commitment to full communication. The process, as described in the examples above, was applied in
the software development case study.

5

OBSERVATIONS AND ANALYSIS

This phase involved two sub-phases. Phase one involved discovering the competing commitments of
the developers. This provided the cause of the failure to change, but did not explain the why. Phase
two took these competing commitments and explained why they caused failure to change, by using

data from the longitudinal study of the software development project’s change to an agile
methodology. Phase 2 also required a review of existing literature on groupthink to guide the analysis.
5.1

Phase 1: Competing commitments identified

Five developers were interviewed out of the group of seven. One was not interviewed as he joined the
project late - by joining late, he was not part of the initial expression of commitment to user stories.
The other developer not interviewed was simply not available. Although this is a small group, the
argument for its use is that the proposition of this research is the effect that small teams have on
change.
Each developer went through the interview process and discovered two competing
commitments. Although the process aims to find one competing commitment, each developer felt that
two areas were important. Out of the five interviewed, five had a competing commitment directly
related to the group. Each felt that a good relationship with their co-workers was vital, and that they
were committed to ensuring that this relationship remained. These commitments expressed are listed
in table 1.
Developer
1

4

Competing Commitment Two
Results are more important than
process
Do not want to be associated with a
failed project
Recognition from team and project The path of least resistance
manager
Respect from the team
Avoiding conflict

5

Being part of the team

2
3

Table 1.

Competing Commitment One
A good relationship with coworkers
To be accepted as part of the team

Ensuring the boss sees the work I am
doing

The developers’ competing commitments

Of the interviewee’s second competing commitment (second in terms of display – it is not meant
to imply a level of importance), two of these had relevance to relationships within the team. One was
specific about avoiding conflict within the development team, while the other was specific about
recognition from the project manager. Each of the original problems that the developers had with user
stories, and their related original commitments, were unique to each developer. For each of these to
evolve into the importance of team relationships do show its relevance. It should be pointed out
though, that although developers accepted that it was important to them, it was not always their
ultimate commitment.
• “It plays a part but is not the major one.”
• “They are valid but not complete”
• “They are not commitments, they are more like traits”
The fact that intra-group relationships were not the ultimate competing commitments, but still
important commitments, is summed up by one developer who stated that even if the major problems
were sorted out, influences like intra-group relationships could still cause user stories to fail.
5.2

Phase 2: Competing commitments in context

From this we can see that the commitment to the team was having an effect, even if at times
subconscious, on the change to the use of user stories. What was still not clear was how the social

relationships within a group had impacted the change. A further literature review revealed a possible
explanation.
The importance of group relationships pointed to the possibility of groupthink having an
impact. One of the main symptoms of groupthink (described in Janis 1972, Griffin 1997, Cartwright
2002, Moorhead et al. 1991) is a pressure to conform to the group’s views. This appeared to be
relevant to this study as initially there was group agreement on the benefit of changing the process to
use user stories. Over time there was group consensus that they were not beneficial. The group’s
opinion changed as a group. Added to this is the proposition that the ultimate factor in groupthink is a
highly cohesive team (Janis 1972, Griffin 1997, Kim 2001, Martin 1991, Neck 1996). “Group
cohesiveness refers to the degree to which members of the group desire to remain in the group” (Kim
2001, p.175). Martin (1991) refers to cohesiveness as the forces between group members that keep
them as a unit, cohesiveness been generally regarded as highly beneficial. Observations of the team in
operation, over an eight-month period, showed them to be a highly cohesive team. Baron et al (1999,
p.8) refer to cohesion as “the overall strength of positive relationships within the group.” The
competing commitments of the team members all mention the importance of relationships with team
mates. There was still an incomplete explanation of why the change to user stories was not effective.
Groupthink appeared to be having an effect, yet it was unclear why. A study of field notes made
during the eight month observation of the project provides an explanation.
The project manager was liked and respected by the team. Unlike some project managers, the
project manager in this case was regarded as part of the development team, as opposed to an outsider.
Several developers specifically stated this. The majority of the team had worked under the project
manager on a previous successful project. The project manager initiated the change from traditional
development methods to agile software development, of which user stories are a major part. At this
stage, the development team were committed to the use of user stories. Over time, the project manager
himself allowed the use and application of user stories to be diluted. The project management
approach, or style, was against the rigid interpretation of the method of writing and using user stories,
and tended to apply a less rigid application. One of the reasons that the project management approach
was liked and respected was his willingness to let the developers “get on with it”, avoiding anything
that was perceived to slow them down. An example of this dilution of the new methodology was seen
during the prioritisation of user stories. One of the core concepts of user stories is that each story must
be prioritised and ranked numerically, the most important story being developed first, and so on. The
project manager was against this and argued for a rating of high, medium, and low. Further examples
of the dilution of the application of user stories occurred, such as customer involvement in the stories
being minimal. Concurrent with the project manager’s dilution of the application of stories, the
commitment from the developers diminished.
This matches what is described as hierarchical groupthink, as opposed to the commonly
described peer groupthink. Maoz (1970) and Wright and Schaal (1978) argue that groupthink
originates from a desire for concurrence with the group’s ideas or the leaders ideas. Cartwright (2002)
specifically differentiates, and names, two types of groupthink. Peer groupthink originates in a need
for conformity and close integration within a team. Huczynski and Buchanan (1991) argue that the
synergy and loyalty, which are regarded as team’s greatest benefits, are the same factors that lead to
groupthink. Hierarchical groupthink originates in a desire to please a leader, specifically the desire not
to disagree with them. It is similar to approval-seeking behaviour as found in Lippitt et al. (1968) and
ingratiation through conformance with the leaders view described in Jones et al. (1968) and Hurwitz et
al. (1968). Kohl (1975) presents the argument that the dominance of Kissinger in Nixon’s cabinet
could have lead to groupthink as his opinion tended to be sacrosanct. Neck (1996) lists leader
preference for a certain option as a potential factor in groupthink.
As the project manager changed from a firm advocate of user stories, to a diluted advocate of
user stories, the developers commitment decreased. This appears to be an example of hierarchical
groupthink – a desire to please the leader. Returning to the developers’ competing commitments, this
hierarchical groupthink can be seen in the competing commitments of two developers who specifically

stated that one of their competing commitments was a desire for recognition from the project manager.
The other competing commitments, involving good relationships with the team, also have relevance
because, as already noted, the project manager was regarded as part of the team. Another developer’s
competing commitment was that results are more important than process. This is practically
verbalising the reason for the project manager’s dilution of the user stories process. Hierarchical
groupthink is therefore seen to have an impact on the ineffective change to the use of user stories. The
role of the project manager as a bureaucracy buster, while beneficial in many aspects of the project,
eventually assisted in the failure of the change to a new methodology.

6

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

This paper does not posit that the role of the project manager is not to remove unnecessary overheads
(bureaucracy busting). Nor does it imply that a project management who is respected by the team will
cause problems. The longitudinal aspect of the overall research (much of which lies outside the
domain of this paper) showed the benefits that this style of project management brings. What is clear,
though, is that the project management role/style adopted can have a negative impact. The two main
findings of this paper are:
•

In this study, the project management style, which was one which the developers themselves
preferred, was found to negatively impact the change to a new process (specifically the change
to the use of user stories). This particular style of project management (and the roles this
involves) is prevalent in the software development industry (Highsmith 2000).

•

Another striking observation is that the fact that the development team was so cohesive
(usually regarded as a major benefit to a project) that it ultimately assisted in the failure to
change. The cohesiveness of the team, and the groupthink that evolved from it, was a factor in
the failure to change to a new methodology. What is most striking about this is the fact that
the change was a change to an Agile software development methodology. The Agile
proponents emphasise the importance of a cohesive team. One of Agile’s main benefits was
also one of the reasons the Agile methods were not adopted.

To summarise, two desirable aspects of any software development project – a cohesive team, and
a respected project manager – were factors in the failure of a change initiative. This would go against
traditional views and findings in IS research.
At present, another case study in a different organization is taking place examining the changeover
to agile software development. Again, the change to user stories was seen to be problematic, after
initial commitment from the developers. Hierarchical groupthink does not appear to be an issue, so
further research is required. It is planned to use the competing commitments theory to determine the
causes for failure in this second case study.
Although previously not used in the IS area, the use of competing commitments as a research
approach in the IS field has its advantages. Much research in IS involves the investigation of adoption
of processes, tools, systems, etc. Failure of IS projects has been well reported so, is we accept the
human impact on these failures, competing commitments could be used as another research tool to
determine why IS adoptions can fail.
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